Patient descriptions of breathlessness in heart failure.
To explore patient experience of breathlessness in heart failure. Semi-structured interviews were undertaken with 27 patients with chronic heart failure and were analysed using a constant comparative approach. The patients had a mean age of 69 (range 38-94 years). All had chronic heart failure with a mean left ventricular ejection fraction of 33.1%. The patient narratives suggested three dominant experiences of breathlessness, "everyday", "worsening" and "uncontrollable". These descriptions predominantly focused on physical functioning, relating to patients' ability to manage breathlessness on a day to day basis. Patients were able to accommodate everyday breathlessness, using a number of coping strategies. In most cases this experience of breathlessness came to be accepted as "normal". Worsening breathlessness was a symptom that patients were unable to manage and that prompted a hospital admission, whereas uncontrollable breathlessness was experienced as a symptom that even health care professionals struggled to control. Patients' descriptions of breathlessness are distinct from medical terminology and more clearly relate to physical adaptations to breathlessness. Further research is required to identify whether heart failure patients' descriptions of breathlessness are different to those of cancer patients, and to establish whether the categories generated from this data set are applicable to other heart failure patients in other settings.